
DNA EXTRACTION MINI LAB   
 
How does it work? Salt water helps to loosen any dead cells 
you have lining your cheek. The detergent (soapy) solution 
breaks apart the cell membrane and nuclear membrane, 
exposing the fragile DNA. The rubbing alcohol precipitates the 
DNA so that it uncoils!  
 
Directions- Choose ONE procedure from below and follow it carefully. 
 
CHEEK CELLS 

1) Pour a small amount of the salt water into a Dixie cup. Swish in mouth to obtain 
CELLS! 

2) Put about 5 ml (ONE TEASPOON- small amount) of detergent solution into test 
tube. 

3) SLOWLY pour 10 ml (two tablespoons) of ice cold ethanol (rubbing alcohol) into 
test tube.  

4) Gently, gently, gently swirl the test tube for about one minute (if you shake it or 
mix it vigorously it will break apart the DNA, making it harder to see).  

5) Carefully use a coffee stirrer to try to “fish” the DNA out of the test tube. If nothing 
is happening, put the test tube in the fridge for a minute or two.  

 
STRAWBERRY CELLS 
1) Place ONE strawberry in a sandwich baggie 
2) Crush strawberry with your hands for 2 minutes 
3) Add 10 mL of “extraction buffer” to baggie and continue to mush in for 1 more 

minute 
4) Filter strawberry mush through cheesecloth into a beaker 
5) Slowly pour the filtrate (stuff left in beaker) into a test tube so that the tube is 1/8 

full 
6) SLOWLY pour the ice-cold ethanol (rubbing alcohol) into the test tube so that it is 

half way full.  
7) Use coffee stirrers to gently scoop out DNA of test tube.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Teacher Notes 
This lab is messy - make sure you talk about clean up procedures beforehand  with your 
class- helps to have a few clean sinks with test tube drying racks before you start so 
that cleanup goes smoothly.  

I bring in my homemade solutions from home using empty juice cartons. I try to have 2 
of each about 2/3 full so that I can space the students out. They are responsible for 
pouring their own. Make sure they are labeled.  

I have the students choose one procedure- but only because I always do this on a half 
day (22 minutes). You could certainly have them do both procedures! 

Cheek cells do not yield as much DNA as strawberries, FYI. Because strawberries are 
octoploids they have more to offer- warn students of this beforehand  

Materials you will need: dish detergent, salt, sandwich baggies, rubbing alcohol, coffee 
stirrers (wooden or plastic), cheesecloth, strawberries 

Cheek cells 

Salt water Solution= 2 tsp salt per every 1 liter of water 

Detergent Solution= 1 part detergent (I use Dawn dish soap); 3 parts 
water  

Alcohol must be VERY cold for this to work – store in freezer before 
use.  

*If results do not show up within a few minutes of gently swirling, you 
can put the test tubes in a test tube rack and have them sit in the 
freezer. The more the students swish the salt water, the more cells they will get and 
therefore the more DNA.  

 

Strawberry cells 

If you do not have cheesecloth, you can use strainers (one year I had to hunt down the 
Foods teacher and borrow some!) 

Extraction buffer= 900 mL water, 50 mL dish detergent, 2 tsp salt 

Results are certainly more obvious with strawberries than cheek cells, but on the other 
hand, it is not their own DNA. 
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